
. 

American Scientist 

July/August 1971 

59: 399 

Weapons ban 
Dear Sirs : 

I am in complctc agreement with 
Ledcrberg in ad\.ocatitq international 
control of biological \veaponry (/lnWi- 
cm Scientisl 59: 135, ,\larch 1971). No 
stone should bc left unturned if there 
is even the remotest chance it may 
contribute tc bringing about some 
order and sense to human relations. 
IIoLvever, I belies-e Ledcrberg has 
greatly weakened his argument lvhen 
he supports the administration’s pro- 
posal for a watered-clo\\,n international 
ban on chemical weapons. There is no 
doubt that hcrbiciclcs ha1.e peaceful 
uses, but this should not prc\.enr them 
bcinq 1~an1~~1 as \\~cnpons. \\%a~ arc 
the arguments ,Igainst prohibitill~ one 
country from using such \vcnpons on 
another courttry? 

I \volllcl so the GC!lC\X l”“toco1 OIlC 
better and include sanctions n?ainsr 
the nlost destructive of all chemical 
kvcapons--the collullon c\-crydny 
bcnlb. It ~vould not bc ncctssary to 
l,rfi/:zbil the use of t)ottlbs in \\-arfare, 
but mcrrly to control by international 
sanctions their i~x!i~rirr~~r:olr use. Bc 

sides killing countless lhousands of 
pccplc, bolilts hn\,c probably dc- 
stro)rd I1iorc :\~riculturxl land in 
1IKloclIiIln (hai; 11;ivc hcrbicidf:s. 
‘I‘~louSi~nds of acres c>f ricll tlrlra land 
arc no\\‘ puck4 \\.ith dt’c’p, Li’atrr- 
filled cratc‘rs sttitabl~~ only for produc- 
iiq rarl). 

tion and uncontrolled human popula- 
tion growth is likekvisc radicnliy chang- 
ing the environment, upsetting age- 
old biological equilibria and imposing 
on nian physical, psychological, and 
social stresses he is ill-quipped to 
handle. The influenza virus dots not 
vindictively attack its human host lrith 
intent to destroy it. The virus, and 
many others like it, merely espands 
its ranse ancl incrcascs its population 
to fill the niches WY have so thought- 
lessly provided it. 

The war against disease has many 
similaritics \vith the war bet\veen men. 
Both to a laqe extent arc man-made 
anomalies. The path to survival of the 
species is not that of the coqucring 
hero. \Vc must lrarn to live \vith our- 
selves and in our environment, not at 
the cspense of the other guy or the 
other creatures with whom we share 
tF:s tiny planet. 

Nyven 3. hlarchette 
Tropical hIedicinc and hledical 1Ii- 

crobiology 
Leahi Hospital, University of I-Iabvaii 
I~onolulu, Hawaii 

Dr. Leclcrbcrg replies: 
So sane human bcinq could have 

different fcbclings about war than those 
espressed by Kyvcn hlarchette. But 
if we wait until we Icarn ho\v to for- 
fend war in general before we take 
s:rps to control biological rveaponry 
in particular, we are likely to suffer 
a clouble measure of both. 

As to our “war against disease,” 
I cannot argue with the importance 
of ecological humility in our ap- 
proaches to this threat. If man still 
inhabited a figurative Garden of Eden, 
his paleolithic culture \\.ould be dom- 
inated by very different problems 
from the ones that face us today. 
Iloivever, the “balance of nature” 
offers no assurance that an). particular 
species Lvill sur\+\q especially not 
such a frail creature as man, whose de- 
fenses arc litnited to what his wits can 
create. 

On 1Iarch 30 the Soviet bloc made 
a new’ treaty proposal at the Geneva 
Disarmament Conference. In efi‘ect! 
this closely followed the prc\.ious pro- 
posals by the British and U.S. dclcqa- 
tivns for a scpnratc treaty to control 
bioloi$al 5~~2npons dc\ cloptttcnt, pro- 
duction, and stockpiles. l‘his offers 
grcar cncouragcIncn1 that such a 
treaty can bc ncgutinted arid put into 
eflect very soon, perhaps within the 
year. 


